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Speak Out: Air Force policy raises questions for chaplains and all 
Christians  
Web Posted: 01/28/2006 12:00 AM CST 

The Rev. Chip Harper  

I recently traveled to a local Air Force base to offer the invocation at an old friend's retirement. What a 
privilege.  

Everything was in place — America's finest in dress uniforms. Flags. Tears. Salutes. Talk of duty, honor, 
and country. I loved it. Of course, one reason I was called to do the invocation was because my friend 
and I are close. The second — he's Christian and wanted a Christian prayer. An Air Force chaplain can't 
render that. It's prohibited by Air Force policy.  

This is how things have changed for Air Force chaplains these days; even if they are Christian, they are 
prohibited from invoking the name of Jesus Christ in public prayer. Think about that. Christian ministers 
prohibited — by Air Force policy — from praying as they were trained.  

This surprised me. Although reasonably new to the ministry (I entered upon retirement from the Air 
Force), it seems entirely natural for a Christian minister to pray in Jesus' name. It's basic to the faith. After 
all, Jesus said, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me." 
That means, for a Christian, He's our ticket aboard the prayer train. Redacting His name in prayer 
reduces Christian prayer to the ecclesiastical equivalent of reading Shakespeare.  

It all stems from an Air Force Academy flap last summer, where cadets allegedly "coerced" non-
Christians, with the implicit endorsement of superiors. Fact is, I got a copy of the official investigation and 
even spent some time going over the whole thing with a truly sharp couple of guys — Rev. Richard B. 
Grant of First Baptist Church and Mr. Mickey Roth, past president of Temple Beth-El. We agreed — there 
was little "intolerance" and a lot of bad manners and judgment.  

And the academy did the right thing — put the kybosh on misdirected youthful zeal by training and 
supervision. After all, how we choose to worship is our own business in America, right? Evidently not in 
the Air Force.  

Astonishingly, despite what have to be incredibly busy times, Air Force leadership still can be so 
concerned with political correctness, they limit the professional communications of Christian clergy, just 
because it might offend someone.  

I mean, whatever happened to "equal protection under the law?" Understand — Air Force policies, since 
they're signed into effect by the command structure, have the force of law. Any such policy that singles 
out one faith practice is not, then, providing "equal protection." If I were a Christian chaplain on active duty 
in our nation's Air Force, I'd feel about as protected playing blindfolded rush hour hopscotch on Loop 410.  

Last month, 75 members of Congress, to their credit, led by Rep. Walter Jones, R-N.C., wrote President 
Bush, urging him to issue an executive order allowing chaplains to pray according to their traditions. No 
word from the White House yet.  
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"If you are a Christian, people know your faith, that Jesus Christ is your savior," Jones, a Catholic, told the 
Denver Post. "That is part of your tradition, part of your faith. Why in the world should you have to deny 
your faith?"  

Focus on the Family Vice President Tom Minnery told the paper the new policy "is just totally unworkable 
in an arena in which you are asking people to give the ultimate sacrifice. If the military hires chaplains, the 
military endorses religion."  

Americans United for Separation of Church and State, on the other hand, is urging the final regulations go 
further than the interim guidelines, suggesting proselytizing by chaplains be expressly forbidden. How 
terrible — chaplains providing a comforting faith to troops in harm's way.  

Consider this: If this happens in our military, it can happen in our nation at large. How long before 
Christian expression not meeting the giggle test at the local Directorate of Political Correctness will be 
labeled "hate speech," or simply "not inclusive enough" for public exposition? And, for anyone hesitating 
to believe that, just recall the recent hubbub over wishing someone "Merry Christmas."  

By the way — I think we all should be asking for an answer to Rep. Jones' question.  
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Medical center still suspending emergency 
services 
By MICHAEL NEWSOM 

Last week, Keesler Medical Center released new information about its medical 
services and the Naval Construction Battalion Center's youth center received aid 
money. 

Air Force - Keesler Medical Center sent out a news release last week, reminding 
patrons that it cannot provide emergency services. 

The site of the emergency room is occupied by a first-aid station, which is available to 
Tricare Prime enrollees, from 7 a.m. until 7 p.m, seven days a week. The release said 
the station is only able to treat "new and acute health care problems." 

The base medical center is still operating ambulance services. Anyone needing an 
ambulance on base would be taken by a contracted medical service to an off-base 
hospital. 

The base also announced that it began accepting some civilian maintenance 
prescriptions last week. 

In a news release, Col. L. Frank Jacobs, 81st Medical Support Squadron Pharmacy 
Flight commander, explained the situation at the base pharmacy. 

"Both of our pharmacies were destroyed by Hurricane Katrina. Our current temporary 
pharmacy is only adequate to support prescriptions from Keesler clinic providers, and 
refills are still being sent to Lackland (AFB, Texas) to be filled and transported back 
for patient pickup at the Biloxi VA Medical Center." 

The base began accepting some civilian-written prescriptions last week. 

"We are anxious to restore pharmacy services to our pre-Katrina level as fast as we 
can; however the main and satellite pharmacies are not expected to be operational 
until at least April." 

The medications sent to Texas to be refilled take four days to be processed, the news 
release said. Medical center personnel emphasized that those who need their 
prescriptions in less than four days should not use the medical center. 
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NCBC -The Boys and Girls Club at the Navy Youth Center on base was awarded 
$12,000 Monday to help with its rebuilding. Some of the money will be used to 
purchase supplies, fund field trips and give scholarships to children in need. 

Military history - On. Jan 27, 1973, the Paris Peace Accords were signed, formally 
ending the Vietnam War, according to the History Channel's Web site. 

A footnote to the anniversary: Lt. Col. William B. Nolde died 11 hours before the 
accords were signed when an artillery shell landed at An Loc, 60 miles northwest of 
Saigon, making him the last official U.S. casualty of the war. 
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Laughlin prepares for worst, sends its best 

By Bill Sontag 
Del Rio News-Herald 

Published January 29, 2006, p. 1 

Friday, at 0850, 10 minutes to 9 a.m. by civilian clocks, Security Forces called Laughlin Air Force Base 
Fire Department, reporting a derailed tanker car on the Union Pacific tracks a half mile east of the base’s 
main gate. 
 
The car was leaking a green cloud that was slowly wafting onto the base.  
 
Chlorine gas!  
 
Fire Chief Craig Wilgus was soon on the scene after ordering a full evacuation of personnel and 
equipment to avoid contamination in the trajectory of the “toxic” cloud.  
 
Wilgus became first in command of the hazardous materials episode, a scenario for area emergency 
officials and specialists to practice working together under deadly circumstances. 
 
The chlorine cargo response was the first of two massive training exercises on Laughlin Air Force Base 
Friday, the other a dramatic preparation for troop deployments to Southwest Asia. 
 
Participating agencies responding to Laughlin’s calls for help included the Del Rio Fire & Rescue 
Department, Val Verde Regional Medical Center Emergency Medical Services, the Val Verde County 
Sheriff’s Office, and Union Pacific Railroad Police and HAZMAT investigators. 
 
Shortly afterward Wilgus’ arrival at the spill area, Lt. Col. Peter Bahm, commander of the base’s civil 
engineering squadron, became the on-scene commander, and began ordering preparations and reactions 
to the “incident” as it unfolded in occasionally unexpected ways. 
 
A Crisis Action Team assembled in a building protected by location and designed to provide protection 
from contamination, and provide whatever Bahm decided he needed and offer him guidance as the 
scenario unfolds.  
 
Bahm had his Disaster Control Group set up a field decontamination shower and water supply just 
outside the cloud trajectory, and emergency workers went into full swing with their skills, equipment, and 
training to protect life and property from the destructive, corrosive gas. 
 
At 1104, Wilgus informed the Crisis Action Team that the cloud had cleared or dispersed from the base, 
but that most metal surfaces and electrical lines were likely contaminated and corroding. All electrical 
sources were corrupted and inoperable.  
 
Wilgus also reported the status of all injured personnel who were transported (literally) to Val Verde 
Regional Medical Center for triage and treatment.  
 
At the same time, Bahm ordered a building-by-building search, assiduously carried out by exercise 
participants, looking for more injured personnel. 
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Wilgus explained that the next step would be a recovery and assessment of damages phase.  
 
The assessment of the success of the exercise came, unsolicited, from a surprising source. Paul Person, 
manager of environmental field operations for Union Pacific Railroad, San Antonio, applauded the 
organization and intensity with which the “disaster” was managed.  
 
He’s seen plenty of such efforts in his 27-year career, and commented, “This is the best cooperation I’ve 
ever seen between the military and civilian communities.” 
 
From the fringe of Laughlin boundaries to the heart of the base, a substantial “deployment” of airmen and 
their gear to Southwest Asia was initiated. Even as the HAZMAT exercise was in fifth gear, a C-5A 
“Galaxy” logistical transport ship flew low over the fire engines and emergency vehicles assembled to 
deal with the fantasy chlorine. 
 
The ponderous C-5 arrived from Kelly Field in San Antonio, flown and crewed by the 433rd Airlift Wing of 
the 68th Airlift Squadron of the U.S. Air Force Reserve. The 247-foot-long jet, relying on wings that 
stretch 223 feet, tip-to-tip, holds massive tonnage of cargo and troops, and Friday it came prepared for 
both. 
 
More than 130 Laughlin troops “out processed” during the day, receiving equipment and paperwork to 
facilitate their deployment overseas.  
 
The giant nose of the C-5 was hydraulically lifted above the cockpit’s windshield, revealing the gaping 
maw of cargo storage inside. On the ground, Maj. Darrell Burghard oversaw the loading operations of 
Security Forces equipment.  
 
Pallets piled high with containers of weapons and ammunition were carefully raised by forklift to the cargo 
platform of the C-5. Some containers also housed all terrain vehicles to provide field transportation when 
their riders arrived in the desert, and air-conditioned kennels for the canine members of the deploying 
unit. 
 
Laughlin crews learned from the experience. With evident excitement, Burghard said, “This is our first 
time to load onto a C-5!”  
 
His counterpart in charge of personnel being out processed and prepared for embarkation was Maj. Dr. 
Scott Neumann, flight physician at the Laughlin Clinic. He, too, was pleased with the practice opportunity. 
Neumann said the deployment prepared for deployment three times as many airmen as had ever been 
attempted at Laughlin. 
 
The C-5 crew took the day more in stride. Their job when the exercise was over was simply to unload all 
the cumbersome cargo, and fly home.  
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